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Costa Rica and Nicaragua are embroiled in a dispute that erupted when Costa Rican immigration
officials authorized a new requirement that Nicaraguans entering the country must possess a return
ticket and US$200 in cash. Costa Rican authorities say they initiated the measure to discourage
the burgeoning influx of Nicaraguans entering the country in search of work. According to Costa
Rican authorities, in recent months some 300,000 Nicaraguans entered the country illegally in
search of work, fleeing a reported 60% unemployment rate at home. Combined with the 170,000
Nicaraguan residents and refugees already in the country legally, this amounts to almost half a
million foreigners vying for Costa Rica's jobs and services.
"We have to stop thinking of this migration as something that might happen in the future, it is
already causing us serious problems," said Costa Rican Interior Minister Maureen Clark. According
to Clark, the public health system is seriously overtaxed as a result of the number of undocumented
persons using health services. In addition, she claims that many immigrants who cannot find work
turn to crime and pose serious public security risks. Aside from the problems of health and public
security, the overwhelming number of foreigners in the country has placed a heavy strain on Costa
Rica's labor market.
According to government figures, the number of Nicaraguans in Costa Rica equals 16% of the total
Costa Rican population of 3.2 million, and represents more than 30% of the economically active
population (EAP). Labor Ministry officials say open unemployment in Costa Rica now stands at 4.2%
of the EAP, and another 17.3% of workers are underemployed. Still, labor leaders in Costa Rica claim
that Nicaraguan workers in the country employed on the banana and coffee plantations receive no
benefits, and they earn about 50% of the minimum wage, on average. They say that these workers
have no legal protection and are harassed by both employers and authorities.
Moreover, according to the Nicaraguan news service "Nicanet," actions against undocumented
Nicaraguans in Costa Rica have intensified recently, with security forces making midnight raids
on workers' compounds to arrest undocumented workers. Meanwhile, the decision by Costa Rican
authorities to stiffen the legal requirements for Nicaraguans to enter the country has raised fears in
Nicaragua that Costa Rica is planning a massive deportation of Nicaraguans. Costa Rican officials
deny such rumors, arguing that their police force is too small to deport or dislodge such a large
number of people. However, the Nicaraguan Foreign Ministry claims that some 15,000 Nicaraguans
were deported from Costa Rica just in the first two months of 1994. To diffuse the tensions, Rodrigo
Carrera, Costa Rican vice minister of foreign relations, and his Nicaraguan counterpart, Jose
Pallais, plan to meet in mid-February to discuss possible solutions to the immigration problem.
(Sources: Inter Press Service, Notimex, 01/16/95; Agencia Centroamericana de Noticias-Spanish
news service EFE, 01/18/95; Associated Press, Agence France-Presse, 01/24/95; Nicaraguan News
Service, 01/31/95)
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